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Scripture, Government, and the World’s Poor 
David P. Gushee and Andi Thomas Sullivan 
 
Introduction 
 
This essay offers a sketch of a biblical theology regarding the normative role of 
government in addressing global poverty. This broad task has been undertaken by others, 
including heroes of the evangelical movement such as Ron Sider, present with us today. 
We would be embarrassed to be covering the same territory were it not for the invitation 
to do so from the sponsors of this conference. As well, we interpreted the assignment we 
were given in a way that moved from the abstract to the particular in three specific ways 
that were somewhat new.  
 
First, we will talk about not just government in general but the United States government 
in particular. That introduces certain contextual realities that will affect the approach that 
we take. Second, we will talk not just about the role of government in addressing global 
poverty but specifically about the role of the government in global foreign assistance. 
Third, we will talk about the role of Christian citizens and churches in advocating for the 
United States government to be involved in global foreign assistance. It is our view that 
this movement from abstractness to concreteness will produce both a more realistic and a 
more significant treatment of this critically important subject. 
 
The difficulty of developing a Christian moral vision for global governmental foreign 
assistance is aptly captured in these insightful comments from Douglas Hicks and Mark 
Valeri, in their book Global Neighbors:  
 
 Our traditional Christian moral norms about economic life presuppose face-to-
face economic interaction. Commutative justice involves fairness in the person-to-
person exchange of goods; distributive justice involves very tangible laws about 
aiding impoverished persons within one’s own community. Even when the 
apostle Paul speaks about aiding other Christian communities, he is able to speak 
in detail on a first-person basis about visiting and corresponding with those 
persons. Traditional Christian morality in economic life is based on interpersonal 
relations among neighbors, but our contemporary global economy is based on 
impersonal exchanges around the world.1  
 
Hicks and Valeri are correct in pointing to two great difficulties here. One is that biblical 
moral exhortations related to economic ethics were addressed primarily within specific 
faith communities to direct the behavior of those communities. The second is that these 
biblical exhortations generally involved territories no bigger than the tiny land of Israel or 
the budding faith communities of the Greco-Roman world. We face significant 
challenges in properly employing biblical economic ethics to apply to the United States 
                                               
1Global Neighbors: Christian Faith and Moral Obligation in Today’s Economy, eds. 
Douglas A. Hicks and Mark Valeri, The Eerdmans Religion, Ethics, and Public Life 
Series (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008), xix, italics added.  
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government and to a political economic context in which every local economic exchange 
simultaneously participates in the vast web of the global economy.  
 
But these challenges cannot be evaded. Our approach will begin by considering briefly 
what we understand global foreign assistance to mean. Part II prepares for the normative 
discussion of US foreign assistance by describing the many ways the United States 
government already relates to and impacts the world’s poor. In Part III we sketch a 
biblical theology of the role of government. Finally, Part IV explores a theology of 
Christian citizenship and the role of advocacy within citizenship.  
 
Part I: The Nature and Goals of Global Foreign Assistance Programs 
 
We will define global foreign assistance here as efforts undertaken by national 
governments to foster economic development and alleviate poverty in other nations. In 
this sense, such foreign assistance can be distinguished from the efforts undertaken by 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and from multinational efforts to alleviate 
poverty, such as those undertaken by the United Nations.  
 
Global foreign assistance involves both responses to short-term humanitarian crises and 
efforts to advance long-term economic development. A repertoire of best practices 
employed in both short-term and long-term foreign assistance can be identified and is 
always under reconsideration based on successes or failures. For long-term foreign 
assistance, this repertoire includes such measures as debt forgiveness, efforts to increase 
agricultural productivity, programs to encourage entrepreneurship and job creation, 
women’s empowerment projects, healthcare advances, educational assistance, and so on.  
 
In 1970, the United Nations General Assembly approved a resolution affirming that 
wealthier industrialized nations should give .7% of their GNP to fight poverty.2 This has 
remained a kind of global standard. It seems like a tiny amount but is always hotly 
contested, not least in our own nation. For 2007, .7% of GDP3 in the United States would 
                                               
2
 UN General Assembly Resolution 2626. It was called the International Development 
Strategy for the Second United Nations Development Decade.  The UN resolution states: 
"The ultimate objective of development must be to bring about sustained improvement in 
the well-being of the individual and bestow benefits on all. If undue privileges, extremes 
of wealth and social injustices persist, then development fails in its essential purpose. 
This calls for a global development strategy based on joint and concentrated action by 
developing and developed countries in all spheres of economic and social life: in industry 
and agriculture, in trade and finance, in employment and education, in health and 
housing, in science and technology" (Resolutions Adopted on the Reports of the Second 
Committee, General Assembly--Twenty-fifth Session, 24 October, 1970, p. 40). 
 
3
 The GDP-GNP distinction is tricky. Basically, GNP is the GDP without foreign national 
income. The difference is slight and we usually talk about a country's GDP, not its 
GNP. The 1970 UN resolution talks about .7% of GNP. US GDP for 2007 was $14.55 
trillion.  
have amounted to $102 billion. By contrast, our nation’s actual foreign assistance budget 
in 2007 was $28.9 billion. Though still larger than any other country’s assistance budget, 
this figure was less than one-third of that target, not all of it devoted clearly to poverty 
alleviation and much of it deeply affected by immediate political and security concerns.4 
(The United States also provided $13 billion in military aid to other countries in 2007.) 
The foreign aid levels proposed in legislation before the Senate (S.1524) would cost $2 
per American from 2010-2014. This does help to contextualize our essay—we are asking 
about the theological rationale for whether and how our government should invest .7% of 
our Gross National Product on global foreign assistance. 
 
The primary goal of global foreign assistance, advocates agree, should be poverty 
reduction via economic development. Global foreign assistance advocates ask self-
interested nations to devote a (tiny) percentage of their national wealth to the altruistic 
task of helping the poor of other nations. This poses the interesting theoretical problem of 
why intrinsically self-interested nations would ever spend a penny toward the poor of 
other nations. But advocates of US foreign assistance readily respond that “development 
and poverty reduction abroad are…both moral imperatives and prerequisites for sustained 
U.S. national security.”5 The economic self-interest of the United States is also benefited 
by the expansion of markets and economic opportunities abroad as nations rise from 
poverty and are integrated into the global economy.  
 
The text of Senate bill 15246 (section 3, lines 17-23), claims that “(1) Poverty, hunger, 
lack of opportunity, gender inequality, and environmental degradation are recognized as 
significant contributors to (A) socioeconomic and political instability; and (B) the 
exacerbation of disease pandemics and other global health threats.” In other words, this 
very solid foreign assistance bill links global poverty to the self-interest of the United 
States in avoiding the exposure of its people to global health problems, on the one hand, 
and in preventing the disruption and destabilizing of the international order.  
 
The international moral reputation of the United States constitutes one aspect of our 
profile in the world. A better moral reputation wins more friends and weakens more 
enemies of our nation than does a worse moral reputation. Assuming that the perception 
of altruism on the part of our nation toward the world’s poor will enhance our 
                                                                                                                                            
 
4
 Our figure for 2007 foreign economic aid includes funds spent by USAID, US 
Department of Agriculture, State Department, other US agencies, and multilateral 
organizations. 
 
5
 Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network, “New Day, New Way: U.S. Foreign 
Assistance for the 21st Century,” i.                              
6
 The “Foreign Assistance Revitalization and Accountability Act of 2009,” introduced 28 
July 2009. Referred and Reported by Committee 17 November 2009. Last action, 2 
February 2010: placed on the Senate Legislative Calendar under General Orders. (No 
Senate or House vote yet). 
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international moral reputation, US foreign assistance can also be situated clearly within 
national self-interest.  
 
To summarize our claims so far: Our topic is the Christian theological ethics of US 
foreign assistance. US foreign assistance involves our nation’s relatively small amount of 
funding of efforts to assist the world’s poor, on the basis of a mixture of altruistic concern 
for suffering people and realistic calculations about the impact of global poverty and of 
our nation’s perceived generosity on the national interests of the United States. We are 
asking about a biblical theology related to this reality.  
 
Part II: How the United States Government Impacts the World’s Poor Every Day 
 
Given the massive economic and political power of the United States, and given the fact 
of economic globalization, the United States and its government impact the world’s poor 
every day. Any adequate ethical discussion of global foreign assistance requires that we 
face this fact. Once we do, the question becomes not whether the United States should 
seek to have an impact on global poverty, but how Christian citizens might press our 
government to have the least bad or best available impact on the world’s poor. We 
cannot hide behind theoretical abstractions that are belied by the facts. What follows is a 
brief non-specialist exposition of ways that our government’s policies already affect the 
poor of the two-thirds world.7 
 
Globalization connects everybody 
 
Whatever one’s definition of globalization—as primarily economic or political or 
cultural—or one’s opinion of it—as primarily healthy or harmful or homogenizing— the 
world is increasingly interconnected. In a trend that has been accelerating inexorably at 
least since the days of western colonialism, globalization connects everybody. As 
Cavanagh and Mander put it:  
 
The fusion of politics and economics has gone beyond national boundaries, and 
national governments are increasingly integrated into a transnational system of 
power distribution of which transnational corporations and supranational 
organisms like the World Trade Organization are other significant components.”8 
 
Coming to terms with globalization requires overcoming a certain kind of innocence in 
relation either to Christian theological ethics or to the role of the United States in the 
world. There is no available Edenic Garden in which the United States could remain 
isolated from the world, which includes the world’s poor. Therefore there is little point in 
asking a theological question about a world that does not exist, a world in which the 
                                               
7
 The issues discussed below are enormously complex and worthy of far more 
consideration than we can give them here.  
8
 John Cavanagh and Jerry Mander, eds. Alternatives to Economic Globalization, 2d ed. 
(San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2004), 265.  
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United States is not already impacting the world’s poor each day. The following are 
several primary examples of the nature of our government’s daily impact on global 
economic life and therefore the life of the poor. 
 
The International Economic Regime  
 
Since World War II, international economic relations have been heavily influenced if not 
dominated by the United States. The World Bank and International Monetary Fund help 
to set the terms of global trade and are led by the United States and the other wealthy 
nations. The policies of these organizations tend to favor an understanding of “free trade” 
as well as development policies that benefit the interests of the United States and its 
powerful allies. As disillusioned former World Bank Chief Economist Joseph Stiglitz has 
written, “The institutions [IMF and World Bank] are dominated not just by the wealthiest 
industrial countries but by commercial and financial interests in those countries, and the 
policies of the institutions naturally reflect this.”9   
 
Agricultural Subsidies and Tariffs 
 
In the 1980s and 1990s the World Bank and IMF pressured two-thirds world countries to 
lower tariffs and cut domestic farm support programs as part of economic liberalization. 
Meanwhile, under the pressure of entrenched political constituencies the United States 
government continues to pay massive agricultural subsidies to its own farmers, many of 
them large agribusinesses, and keeps agricultural tariffs high. The subsidies allow the US 
to export goods cheaply and the tariffs raise the prices of goods coming especially from 
developing countries.  
 
Cotton makes for an interesting example of these problems. Between 2003 and 2005, 
cotton was the second highest US-subsidized commodity at $7 billion.10 According to 
Oxfam International, a complete removal of US cotton subsidies would increase the 
worldwide price of cotton by 6-14%.11 In African countries, these US cotton subsidies 
mean a loss of more than $350 million in potential revenue.12 In countries where people 
                                               
9
 Joseph E. Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2003), 19.  
 
10
 “Top Commodity and Conservation Programs in United States, program years 2003-
2005,” EWG Farm Bill 2007 Policy Analysis Database 
http://farm.ewg.org/sites/farmbill2007/progdetail1614.php?fips=00000&progcode=total
&page=croptable (accessed 9 April 2010).  
11
 “Burkina Faso: Cotton Story,” Oxfam International 
http://www.oxfam.org/en/campaigns/trade/real_lives/burkina_faso (accessed 8 April, 
2010).  
12
 “Bumper subsidy crop for US cotton producers: African farmers suffer,” Oxfam 
International  (22 November 2005), 
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survive on less than $1 per day, $350 million is no small amount. Our cotton subsidy 
policies hurt the poorest of the world.   
World Trade Organization Policies 
 
Or consider the World Trade Organization (WTO), which was formed in 1994 and 
replaced the old GATT trade contract. Under the rules of the WTO, no member of the 
WTO can maintain measures that restrict or distort trade. Basically, this eliminates a 
country’s ability to ensure national interests by shaping foreign investment. In other 
words, all 153 countries of the WTO are at the mercy of trade rules that the WTO deems 
appropriate. Many critical observers conclude that these rules benefit the already wealthy 
nations such as the United States, and the world’s most powerful businesses, and 
certainly harm poorer nations and people.  
  
One example of a problematic WTO policy is TRIPs, or Trade-Related Intellectual 
Property Rights. Under the auspices of promoting and protecting creativity, and with 
strong US support, the WTO added this intellectual property protection to its mandate. 
Under TRIPs, seed patenting laws have meant that corporations can lay claim to their 
genetically engineered seeds as “intellectual property rights.” This is problematic because 
seeds are not inanimate; they are alive and cannot be contained in one specific field. 
Monsanto actually hires detectives to find farmers who might be engaging in the 
traditional practice of seed-saving.13 This is relevant to our discussion because TRIPs are 
beginning to impact people in the two-thirds world. Pharmaceutical companies are 
patenting seed varieties and plant properties that have been used for centuries in India.14 
In addition, TRIPs make it difficult for two-thirds world countries to copy drug formulas 
and make their own cheaper versions of life-saving drugs.15 Recent efforts to revise the 
TRIPs rules on behalf of poorer nations have frequently been undercut in bilateral trade 
agreements involving the United States, which have actually added additional 
requirements under US pressure.16   
 
These kinds of inequities in international economic relations lead Joseph Stiglitz to say 
the following: 
 
Undoubtedly, some pain was necessary [for economic development]; but in my 
judgment, the level of pain in developing countries created in the process of 
globalization and development as it has been guided by the IMF and the 
                                                                                                                                            
http://www.oxfam.org/en/news/pressreleases2005/pr051019_wto (accessed 8 April 
2010).  
13
 Cavanagh and Mander, 116.  
14
 Ibid., 117.  
15
 Eric Munoz, “More than Aid: Partnership for Development,” Bread for the World 
Briefing Paper 5 (August 2008), 5.  
16
 Ibid., 5-6.  
international economic organizations has been far greater than necessary. The 
backlash against globalization draws its force not only from the perceived damage 
done to developing countries by policies driven by ideology but also from the 
inequities in the global trading system.17 
 
Multinational Corporations 
 
As of 2000, of the 100 largest economies in the world, only 49 were countries, while 51 
were corporations.18 In the same year, United States corporations made up the majority of 
the Top 200 economies, with a total of 82, over 40%.19 There is much that can be said 
here, but at least this: corporations of this size and strength have the power to affect the 
world’s poor in countless ways, and the United States government has a vested national 
interest in advancing its most powerful corporations.  
 
The US Military Presence 
 
The United States has by far the most powerful, expensive, and far-flung military in the 
world. With an official military budget of $513 billion in FY2009,20 with US troops in 
15221 countries, with a navy sailing in all of the world’s oceans, the US affects the 
world’s poor every day through the use of our military to advance our nation’s perceived 
foreign policy goals and economic interests.  
 
Consider this fact: of the 20 poorest countries in the world, the United States has troops 
or military basing rights in 16 of those countries.22 The purpose of the US military in 
those countries is manifestly not to alleviate poverty. While foreign policy and 
                                               
17
 Stiglitz, xv.  
18
 Sarah Anderson and John Cavanagh, “Top 200: The Rise of Corporate Global Power,” 
Institute for Policy Studies (December 2000), 3.  
19
 Ibid.  
20
 Figure is for 2009, proposed 2010 budget is $663.8 billion. From Department of 
Defense website: defense.gov. “DoD Releases Fiscal 2010 Budget Proposal,” U.S. 
Department of Defense, 7 May 2009. Prior to FY2010 the costs for the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq were, deceptively, placed off-budget. Adding those costs puts the 
FY2009 budget closer to $700 billion.  
21
 Figure is from 2007. It is supposed to be accessible through the DoD website under 
“Active Duty Military Personal Strengths by Regional Area and Country” 
http://www.defense.gov/faq/pis/mil_strength.html but the page would not load. So this 
number is quoted at http://www.globalpolicy.org/images/pdfs/1232militarypersonnel.pdf. 
 
22
 Based on UN HDI rank for 2007, http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/74.html. 
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counterterrorism strategy may at times call for economic development efforts, this is not 
why our troops are based in the world’s poorest nations, and foreign assistance advocates 
argue that these efforts often undercut actual poverty alleviation and economic 
development strategies in the long term.  
 
Let us summarize our claims in this section. Our theoretical question is whether we can 
develop a biblical rationale for government foreign assistance to help the world’s poor. 
The factual claim we have developed and sought to illustrate in this section is that the 
United States government daily affects the world’s poor through its domestic economic 
policies, its trade policies, its impact on global economic organizations, and its military 
activities around the world, and that these impacts are often though not always negative. 
A number of other impacts could have been mentioned, such as the impact of our carbon 
consumption on global climate and therefore on the world’s most environmentally 
vulnerable populations. All of this has been to show that the right question is not whether 
the government should (seek to) affect the lot of the world’s poor, but instead how 
Christian citizens can wield their advocacy efforts to improve the way the US 
government in fact does affect the world’s poor.  
 
Part III: Toward a Theology of Government—and Benevolent Empire? 
 
We turn now to a consideration of biblical resources for a theology of government and its 
responsibilities. This topic could sprawl indefinitely, but its scope can be narrowed by 
recalling both the context we have been considering and the assignment we are 
undertaking in this paper. Our question is whether theological resources can be identified 
for a biblical theology of a national government serving the well-being of those most 
needy people who dwell outside its national borders. In particular, we are looking for a 
biblical theology for the United States government serving the economic and survival 
needs of the poorest outside our national borders.  
 
This task challenges the biblical resources available in the Old Testament canon that are 
most often cited in constructing a theology of government. Israel and later Judah were 
buffer states far more often trampled upon by great powers to their south and north than 
in any position to offer assistance to anyone beyond their own rough borders.  
 
Psalm 72 
 
However, it is interesting to consider the implicit moral exhortations offered to the king 
in Psalm 72.23 We want to suggest that this psalm be linked to the reign of Solomon and 
consider the implications of that possibility. While the extent of Solomon’s territorial 
reach may be idealized here (cf. vv. 8-11), scholars agree that the nation of Israel never 
controlled more territory than during his reign. Certainly, then, Solomon’s actions would 
                                               
23The superscription says “of Solomon,” but perhaps it was traditional or was applied also 
to other kings in the Davidic line. See Artur Weiser, The Psalms (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1962), 502.     
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have had an effect on the poor of many peoples, including but not limited to the Jewish 
people. Let’s read Psalm 72 in this context.  
 
Psalm 72 is a prayer of support for and implicit exhortation to the (new) king, calling him 
to be a covenant-keeping Jewish monarch who will serve, in Ron Sider’s words, as “a 
channel of God’s justice.”24 The psalm is indeed a prayer, requesting of God that the key 
characteristics of God’s own holy character and rule—justice and righteousness (mishpat 
and tsedeqah) be granted to the king. The psalm celebrates not just the kingship of a new 
Davidic ruler but the kingship of God as well.25 
 
From the very beginning, in v. 2, the psalmist emphasizes the importance of caring for 
the poor on the part of the king. This defines what it means to “judge your people with 
righteousness” (v. 2a). It is demonstrated by such acts as “defend[ing] the cause of the 
poor…giv[ing] deliverance to the needy, and crush[ing] the oppressor” (v. 4).   
 
Throughout this critically important psalm, national prosperity and royal success are 
linked and interwoven with the king’s care for the poor. Verse 3 prays that the mountains 
will yield “prosperity” (NRSV); the Hebrew word here is actually shalom, which as we 
know means not just peace as absence of war but also as bountiful harvest peaceably 
enjoyed. 26 Verse 5 apparently prays for a reign of indefinite duration, verses 8-11 for a 
reign of broad territorial scope and unquestioned international power. These prayers are 
immediately grounded in a kingship that “delivers the needy when they call, the poor and 
those who have no helper” (v. 12). 
 
He has pity on the weak and the needy,  
and saves the lives of the needy.  
From oppression and violence he redeems their life;  
and precious is their blood in his sight (vv. 13-14). 
 
It is not too much to say that for this coronation psalm the success and even the 
justification of the king’s rule are measured by his care for the needy and oppressed. The 
blessings that this prayer seeks for this king are grand, but they are tightly connected to 
his care for the poor. James Limburg does not overstate the case when he suggests that 
“the quality of the king’s rule will be judged by the quality of life of the poorest 
citizens.”27 Patrick Miller argues that “the very grounds for worldwide acknowledgement 
of the king’s rule are found in the fact that he helps the poor and needy and redeems them 
                                               
24
 Ronald J. Sider, “For the Common Good,” Sojourners 36 (April 2007) 24-29.  
25
 Weiser, 503.  
26
 James Limburg, Psalms, Westminster Bible Companion, ed. Patrick D. Miller and 
David L. Bartlett (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 241.  
27
 Limburg, 242.  
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from oppression and violence.” This point is more or less taken for granted in the very 
structure of the psalm (see the “casual for” in v. 12). 28 
 
This kingly activity on behalf of the poor blesses Israel but—in fulfillment of Israel’s 
ancient calling (Gen. 12:2)—also blesses other nations. Perhaps because of the extent of 
this particular king’s rule, it is not just “your poor” (v. 2b) in Israel whose needs are met 
but also “all nations” who are blessed in him and through his benevolent rule, which is 
itself a channel of God’s justice. The language of the psalm broadens quickly from what 
appears to be a focus on Israel’s people to all people who are delivered from injustice by 
this king’s reign.  
 
Patrick Miller suggests that this psalm and other similar texts points to another benefit for 
Israel of such benevolent rule. True security for Israel comes through a reign of justice 
and care for the poor—not just the poor of Israel but also of all peoples affected by 
Israel—rather than merely crafty foreign allegiances or overwhelming military might. 29  
 
Here we appear to have a very rare moment in which an Israelite king or series of kings 
(a dynasty) also has power over other peoples. This coronation prayer does not simply 
celebrate this moment of great power for Israel or her king, but instead ties the moral 
legitimacy of this power to the activities of the king on behalf of the poor. And the poor 
in question are not only the domestic poor but the international poor. International respect 
and support for the king, and security and prosperity for the nation of Israel, are linked to 
the king’s care for the poor and needy wherever his power reaches. Benevolent care for 
the international poor will mean that “all nations will be blessed in him.” They will 
“pronounce him blessed,” (RSV, v. 19), which means they will hope for and look with 
favor upon this king and his nation, and in their joy they shall ultimately give praise and 
glory to God (vv. 18-19). 
 
We suggest that direct applications to our own US context are readily visible in Psalm 72. 
To the extent that the United States and its government exercises its great global power as 
a blessing to “save the lives of the poor and needy,” we please the God of justice and 
righteousness, serve as a channel of God’s righteous kingdom and rule, save and improve 
the lives of millions of people, enhance our moral standing in the eyes of other peoples, 
and therefore bring peace both to others and ourselves.  
 
Jeremiah 21-22 
 
Preaching in the late 6th century BCE as the weakened and barely surviving kingdom of 
Judah was staggering toward its demise, the prophet Jeremiah offers a moral vision of 
kingly rule very similar to what we see in Psalm 72. These texts in Jeremiah 21-22, 
however, are primarily framed as intense prophetic denunciations of kingly power gone 
terribly wrong.  
                                               
28
 Miller, “The Prophetic Critique of the Kings,” 93.  
29
 Patrick D. Miller, “The Prophetic Critique of the Kings,” Ex Auditu 2 (1986), 93.  
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 Jeremiah anticipates the coming devastation of Jerusalem and the destruction of the last 
rulers in the Davidic line. They have gone wrong because they have failed to “act with 
justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has 
been robbed” (22:3a). They have failed to “do no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow” (22:3b). Instead, these kings, especially Jehoiakim, have used 
their power to undertake elaborate royal building projects using forced or uncompensated 
labor just because they can get away with it (22:13-14). Jeremiah says that what makes a 
king a real king is doing “justice and righteousness” and “judg[ing] the cause of the poor 
and needy” (22:15-16), not cedar and vermilion.  
 
Instead, King Jehoiakim has violated his responsibilities as “king in order to enhance his 
own prestige by his conspicuous consumption.”30 The result is that destruction will come 
upon Jerusalem which no military weaponry or diplomatic strategy can prevent. No grand 
heritage of God’s special relationship with Israel will lead to divine mercy this time.  
 
Without identifying the United States with biblical Israel, we suggest that Jeremiah 21-22 
offers applications to our context that are just as legitimate as those seen earlier with 
Psalm 72. To the extent that our nation or its leaders use their power to exploit the poor, 
the needy, or the powerless affected by our global actions, or even fail to use their power 
to protect the poor, needy, and powerless within our reach, we harm innocent people, 
attract global enemies, and invite the judgment of God.    
 
Cyrus as Benevolent Emperor? 
 
Any contextually serious treatment of the contemporary US relationship with the poor of 
the world requires direct consideration of the concept of empire. If we define an empire 
minimally as “an extensive territory or enterprise under single domination or control,” 
then it is fair to define the United States as at least a quasi-empire, geographically, 
economically, politically, and militarily speaking.31 This is not to demonize the United 
States but to attempt to describe the great power of our country with accuracy.  
 
Our final textual considerations will relate even more directly to this theme of empire, 
though the discussion of Psalm 72 already hinted at this direction.  
 
In general, the history of ancient Israel was the sad tale of a people threatened or 
trampled upon by one ancient near eastern empire after another. The Solomonic moment 
in which Israel acted as its own kind of mini-empire was over in the blink of an eye. 
                                               
30
 Ibid. 
31
 The continental United States is a vast territory; we control other territories beyond the 
continent, such as Alaska, Hawaii, and our various commonwealths and territories. 
Through our leadership of alliance systems like NATO our political power is multiplied. 
We have already seen the nature of our economic power and military reach. Probably our 
power is fading relative to China but that will be the story of the later 21st century.  
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 The OT offers little love for these empires whose tyrants came Israel’s way. Pharoah, 
Tiglath-Peleser, Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Artaxerxes and Darius do not come off as 
heroes in the biblical text. They are almost uniformly treated as cruel and bloodthirsty 
imperial tyrants, drunk on their own absolute power. 
 
However, there is one OT-era emperor who receives kinder treatment and who 
occasionally surfaces in contemporary treatments of the possibility of the United States 
functioning as a kind of benevolent empire in the world. That ruler, of course, is Cyrus of 
ancient Persia. Interestingly enough, Cyrus and his officials purposefully pursued this 
image of liberator and built on the near eastern tradition of portraying good rulers as 
“gatherers of the dispersed.”32  
 
After the calamitous destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC and the forced dispersion of the 
Jews under Babylonian tyranny, the emergence of a Persian ruler who would allow the 
Jewish people to return home and to worship their own God without interference was 
treated by Isaiah as deliverance sent from God: “I stirred up from the north, and he has 
come, from the rising of the sun he was summoned by name. He shall trample on rulers 
as on mortar, as the potter treads clay” (Isa. 41:25). The language is even more elaborate 
in 45:1-7, where Cyrus is referred to by God as God’s “anointed,” translatable as 
“Messiah,” and his victories are claimed as coming from the hand of God, even though 
“you do not know me” (45:4,5).33  Ronald Clements argues that in this portion of Isaiah, 
Cyrus displays the characteristics of the normative ruler we have considered in Psalm 
72.34 Cyrus’ decree is of course also celebrated and partly quoted/reconstructed in both 2 
Chronicles 36 and in Ezra 1.  
 
Hailing Cyrus as a model of a good and benevolent ruler is tricky. From Isaiah to the 
Greek historian Herodotus to Machiavelli, Cyrus is lauded as a great ruler. The fact that 
Machiavelli supports Cyrus and praises his expansion of Persian territory should make us 
wary of using Cyrus as a model. Cyrus was an imperial ruler and an expansionist who 
dominated a vast part of the ancient world. The fact that he preferred a wiser and freer 
occupation policy cannot obscure our view of the more basic facts. Even a benevolent 
world conqueror is a world conqueror.  
 
                                               
32From J. Maxwell Miller and John H. Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah, 2d. 
ed (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 505.  
33Tucker holds that the theological purpose of this passage is to explain how Cyrus, a 
ruler who does not know God, can carry out God’s purposes. Gene M. Tucker, “The 
Book of Isaiah 1-39: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s 
Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. VI, ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville, 
Abingdon Press, 2001), 394.  
  
34Ronald E. Clements, “Psalm 72 and Isaiah 40-66: A Study in Tradition,” Perspectives 
in Biblical Studies 28 (Winter 2001), 339. 
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The application to the US relationship with the poor of the world is similarly tricky. We 
could at least say that given the staggering global power of the United States, given the 
fact of economic and military power at least approaching imperial reach, our nation’s 
leaders should seek to function as benevolently as possible. We should look more like 
Cyrus than any other emperor depicted in scriptures. Better Isaiah 45 than, say, 
Revelation 13’s depiction of the cruelties of Rome.35 But this is not to say that the 
concentration of that kind of power in the hands of any one nation is a good thing in 
itself.  
 
Part IV: Romans 13 and Christian Citizenship 
 
No treatment of a biblical theology of government can be complete without considering 
Romans 13. But the issues associated with this hugely important text have to do not just 
with the text itself but with its long use and abuse, primarily in historic Christendom.  
 
Let’s begin by saying that Romans 13 is written by a Jewish Christian convert named 
Paul who was a Roman citizen and whose context was imperial Rome. The intended 
readers of this letter were themselves located in the capital city of the empire, some of 
them apparently in the royal household itself, a city from which Jews had not long before 
been expelled and in which Christians were soon to be murdered by imperial fiat.  
 
Essentially, in this passage, Paul is telling Roman Christians that even though they are 
followers of Jesus Christ—the legitimate ruler of this world—they cannot become 
anarchists in relation to human authority structures. They must still submit to their earthly 
rulers, who are charged with ensuring God’s justice and order. But contrary to the Roman 
emperor-cult these rulers are not divine. They are established by God and are therefore 
answerable to God. Paul is essentially demoting these “arrogant, self-divinizing rulers”36 
even as he is calling for respect for their function in the world. Many Christians died in 
the first three hundred years of the church’s history on the basis of their unwillingness to 
offer worship to these rulers.   
 
The history of Christian exegesis of Romans 13 has far too often emphasized the punitive 
role of government through its exercise of the “sword” (13:4b). The text has far too long 
been used as justification for the endless resort to force by government and unflinching 
participation of Christians in any and all such uses of force.  
 
Too often the prior calling of government to act as “God’s servant (diakonoi) for your 
good” (13:4a) is missed. This broad calling of the state to advance the “good” opens the 
door for consideration of the constructive task of the state to serve the good of one 
                                               
35Arnold T. Monera, “The Christian’s Relationship to the State according to the New 
Testament: Conformity or Non-conformity?” Asia Journal of Theology (April 2005), 124.   
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 N.T. Wright, “The Letter to the Romans: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” 
in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. X, ed. Leander 
E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 719.  
Deleted: in 
Deleted: this distinction
especially needy part of the population--the poor. Paul is here implicitly charging the 
leaders of the Roman state to advance the good of that vast array of peoples under 
Rome’s authority, most of whom were in fact poor. It is hard to imagine that a leader so 
steeped in Hebrew Scripture would be indifferent to the OT’s many demands that 
righteous rulers must act on behalf of the poor. 
  
The use of Romans 13 as the locus classicus for a Christian theology of government has 
tended to obscure the role of Christians as citizens. Our attention has been directed by our 
theologians to the activities of a state above us, sent from God even further above us. 
This hierarchical or top-down rendering is a legacy of the era of monarchy. Monarchies 
don’t have citizens, they have subjects.  
 
Of course even in a monarchy or other form of undemocratic government Christians can 
and sometimes do call governments to their God-given task. Even when Christians were 
merely subjects we could and sometimes did cite biblical texts like Psalm 72 and Romans 
13 to call government authorities to care for the poor and advance the common good. 
Even today in parts of the world in which Christians lack full citizenship and 
participation rights this is exactly what Christians do. It is part of our public witness.    
 
But in a liberal democracy such as our own—thanks be to God—we are more than 
subjects. We are citizens. And the theory of government in a liberal democracy is that 
government’s actions flow upward from the will of the people rather than downwards 
from the will of the monarch. Many evangelical Christians have never really made the 
theological transition to citizenship in a representative democracy. We speak of 
government as if 1776 and 1789 never happened.  
 
In a representative democracy, if a significant portion of a nation’s citizens desire that the 
power and resources of government be deployed in a way that helps rather than harms the 
world’s poor, then those elected and appointed to serve in government will have to take 
that desire seriously. Whatever becomes important to citizens becomes important to any 
citizen who would like to be chosen or retained as the people’s representative.  
 
If the United States is indeed a kind of global military-political-economic empire right 
now, that is not exceptional. Empires have come and gone on the planet for millennia. If 
this empire has a large number of professed Christians, this would also not be 
exceptional. But if the United States were to become an empire whose professed 
Christians pressed insistently for generous global foreign assistance on behalf of the 
world’s poorest, this would indeed be exceptional, and exceptionally good news. It is 
entirely legitimate for this nation’s Christian citizens to exercise their advocacy rights and 
responsibilities toward this end.  
 
We can see from the work of creative and effective advocates that many in this nation 
still respond in exceptional ways to appeals to Christian compassion. This is why the 
ONE campaign has had so much exposure and so much success. Celebrities, like Bono, 
still have the power to enflame our moral imagination and to appeal to the language of 
faith. Bono spoke at the National Prayer Breakfast in 2006 and used biblically saturated 
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language to urge the American government to adjust its federal budget. He used phrases 
like “good new to the poor,” and “Jubilee,” and quoted the beatitudes.37  
 
The ONE campaign, along with our New Evangelical Partnership and other partners, was 
able to have success earlier this year in pressing the US government and others to 
respond to Haiti’s current crisis by cancelling much of its foreign debt and giving rather 
than lending money to Haiti now. Here Christian citizens used their advocacy power to 
press the government to act on behalf of some of the world’s poorest people. Doug Hicks 
is right: “What is required is a large bloc of citizens willing to express a moral and 
political commitment to end extreme poverty.”38 Government leaders will have no choice 
but to respond.  
 
We are the government. We do not need to have a pre-democratic theology of the state 
that disconnects us from our responsibilities as citizens. Government is the community 
collectively acting. We as Christians are a part of the community collective acting. We 
must move beyond an authoritarian, top-down understanding of government and an 
individualistic understanding of citizenship.  
 
As well, our economic system is not value-free. It is a human creation, created by us, 
regulated poorly or well by our government, and influenced by our priorities. Right now 
our primary economic values are profit, efficiency and growth.39 But these can be 
challenged or reformed as citizens, including Christian citizens, choose to challenge and 
reform them.  
 
Many conservative Christians join their libertarian non-Christian friends in arguing for 
strictly limited government and the lowest possible taxes. These impulses would not 
generally support an expansion of US global foreign assistance. To this we say that such 
a cramped view of government’s role is convenient when you are in power in society, 
when the rules benefit you, and you don’t need anything. Such a view has rarely been 
adopted by those not benefited by existing power structures. There’s a reason why, for 
example, African-Americans have long favored a much more activist federal government 
than most white evangelicals do. History tells the tale.  
  
                                               
37
 Douglas A Hicks, “Global Poverty and Bono’s Celebrity Activism: An Analysis of 
Moral Imagination and Motivation,” in Global Neighbors: Christian Faith and Moral 
Obligation in Today’s Economy, eds. Douglas A. Hicks and Mark Valeri, The Eerdmans 
Religion, Ethics, and Public Life Series (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008), 47-48. 
 
38
 Hicks, 60.  
39
 Rebecca Todd Peters, “Economic Justice Requires More than the Kindness of 
Strangers,” in Global Neighbors: Christian Faith and Moral Obligation in Today’s 
Economy, eds. Douglas A. Hicks and Mark Valeri, The Eerdmans Religion, Ethics, and 
Public Life Series (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008), 106.  
Deleted: ¶
Deleted: ¶
Government is the community 
collectively acting. We as Christians 
are a part of the community 
collective acting. We must move 
beyond an authoritarian, top-down 
understanding of government and an 
individualistic understanding of 
citizenship. ¶
Advocacy is inevitable because we do not act in a vacuum. To not act is still to act. Our 
nation, our government, and our economy interact with the poor of the world every day. 
Much of this interaction does not redound to the benefit of these poorest of our brothers 
and sisters. To care about what happens to the poor of the world, and to call on 
government to undertake policies that bend on their behalf rather than further crushing 
them, is a “natural outflow of our pastoral concern for the social good under the 
sovereignty of the God who loves all persons.”40 Perhaps it is not too much to hope that 
God’s mission in the world is advanced as we do precisely this work of advocacy.  
 
Christians need to urge the political leaders who represent us to specific, policy-based 
action. Our support for private relief and development activities is wonderful, necessary, 
and insufficient. We will let Rebecca Blank get the last word:  
 
Like the human beings that participate in them, both private and public 
institutions have the potential for good and for evil. Which of these directions 
they follow depends a great deal on the choices that are made by the people who 
establish, shape, and participate in these systems.41 
 
We are those people. All of us. We are accountable to God for our choices.  Judgment 
begins with the household of faith.  
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